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Abstract 
 
 
Some recent histories of World War I have sought to give agency to African, 
Asian, Caribbean, Maori and Native American colonised participants – 
indigenous people who fought for the glory and freedom of those who restricted 
their own.  By acknowledging this service, these histories have highlighted the 
oppressive and exploitative nature of colonialism, and the agency and 
opportunism of men who went to fight in a supposedly white-man’s war.  New 
Guinean involvement as servicemen in the First World War has not drawn any 
attention from historians.  At the battle of Bitapaka, 30 New Guineans died 
defending a German wireless station against invading Australian forces. Other 
indigenous Pacific Islander servicemen in the war have been commemorated 
through memorials and literature, but history has been unkind to New Guinean 
servicemen.  Colonial conditions and the not unrelated lack of sources have left 
them without a voice.  This paper argues that traditional western empirical 
historical methodology has failed the indigenous servicemen of Bitapaka. 
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On September 11, 1914, approximately thirty New Guinean members of the German 
‘Native Police’ were killed by Australian troops attacking a German wireless station in 
Rabaul on the island of New Britain.  Ten New Guineans were also wounded and 
another sixty were taken prisoner (Mackenzie, 1987, 74).2  The six Australians killed in 
the battle are commemorated by two memorials, one near the site of the wireless 
station and one outside the Northcote RSL in Melbourne.  No memorial or monument 
commemorates the loss of the thirty New Guineans during one of the initial skirmishes 
of World War I, fighting in their homeland for a colonial master against another invading 
colonial force.  These men also remain anonymous in the written histories of the event.  
Why?  Surely the remarkable nature of this situation is bound to have engendered a 
semblance of historical curiosity?  Recently, histories of other indigenous participants in 
World War I have sought to both highlight the oppressive and exploitative nature of 
colonialism, and the agency and opportunism of men who fought in a supposedly 
white-man’s war.  When compared to these and other indigenous Pacific Islander 
participants in the First World War, history, it would appear, has been unkind to the 
New Guinean combatants. 
 
Small memorials are located in several villages throughout the tiny island of Niue, 
commemorating the 149 Niueans who were sent to Europe to serve in the First World 
War, despite them not witnessing any action on the front.  A book has been dedicated 
entirely to these men (see Pointer, 2000).  While indigenous Hawaiian participants in 
the war have not been recognised in a literary sense, their names can be found on a 
plaque at the Waikiki War Memorial Natatorium.  On different levels, the indigenous 
Niuean and Hawaiian contribution to World War I has been recognised.  Why then, has 
history been unkind to the indigenous participants of the battle of Bitapaka?3  The 
answer is not straightforward.  Traditional historical methodology relies on fragments of 
the past, namely primary sources in documentary form, to recreate it.  However, 
historical and colonial factors – such as racism, indifference and natural and man-made 
disasters – have all reduced access to German payrolls, enlistment records, campaign 
diaries and even Australian military records.  This paucity of documentation has 
rendered the New Guinean servicemen silent in the historical record.    
 
The minutiae of the battle of Bitapaka are well documented, especially in S.S 
Mackenzie’s (1987) The Australians at Rabaul (first published in 1927) and Kevin 
Meade’s (2005) Heroes before Gallipoli.  The battle provides the central focus of both 
books.  Both accounts raise some interesting historiographical issues.  They support 
the well-worn, but simplistic cliché that history is written ‘by the winners’, as both 
provide an unashamedly Australian perspective.  As Nelson and Piggott stated in the 
introduction to the University of Queensland Press Edition, throughout most of 
Mackenzie’s work, “… New Guineans are incidental” (Mackenzie, 1987, xxix).  
Mackenzie’s (1987, 80) sweeping conclusion that “(n)o reliance could be placed upon 
native troops in action against white soldiers”, led Nelson (1995, 89) to comment 
elsewhere that this view would end up being challenged in the years ahead. Meade 
(2005, ix) argued that unlike the ‘crushing’ defeat of Gallipoli, the “Rabaul campaign… 
was one of the greatest victories in Australian history”.  The absence of ‘New 
Guineans’ or any other nomenclature for the indigenous people in the index of his book 
is revealing.  For Meade and Mackenzie, New Guinean servicemen were only of 
interest as they provided the Australians with an enemy against whom they could prove 
themselves. 
 
Hermann Hiery’s (1995, 23-25, 32-33, 275, 277) brief description provides perhaps the 
most illuminating perspective of the battle.  Hiery’s advantage lay in his knowledge of 
the German language and (more importantly) the German archives.  He challenged 
Mackenzie’s conclusion about the usefulness of New Guinean troops:  
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(The Australians) … met a small but determined troop of German and Melanesian 
soldiers.  Although badly trained, it engaged the Australian soldier in a tough bush 
fight and held them at bay… (T)he mobilization of indigenous auxiliary troops 
whose aim may not have been very accurate but whose activities certainly troubled 
the Australians… were (one of) the main reasons for the signing of a treaty of 
surrender on 17 September.  Its terms were highly favourable to the Germans in 
New Guinea (Hiery, 1995, 25). 
 
Hiery (1995, 275 n. 69) claimed that “(t)he Melanesian soldiers, who had fired from the 
cover of coconut palms, had caused”, according to the commander of the Australian 
Expeditionary Force Colonel William Holmes, “… a good deal of trouble”.  He also 
noted that twenty-eight New Guineans serving on a German gun boat were detained in 
Guam in western Micronesia and classified as POWs (Hiery, 1995, 35).4  Even though 
Hiery attempted to portray New Guineans as being more than mere Australian ‘cannon-
fodder’, he still failed to provide an inclusive indigenous perspective.  Why has the New 
Guinean perspective of Bitapaka been ignored? 
 
The nature of the colonial regime in New Guinea, Niue and Hawaii has played a role in 
the production (or non-production) of histories of their respective indigenous 
servicemen.  New Guinean’s fought on the ‘wrong’ side, the side of a defeated power.  
In contrast, Hawaiian and Niuean servicemen were part of either the British, New 
Zealander or American forces and therefore received some (although minor) attention 
in the wave of celebratory literature that emerged from the victors in the post-war 
period (see for example Cowan, 1926; Kuykendall & Gill, 1928; Lucas, 1921).  The 
dramatic and immediate effects of World War II in Papua New Guinea also provide 
another reason for this apparent neglect.  As Douglas Oliver (1975, 141-142) noted, 
“(c)ompared with the hurricane-force battles like Pearl Harbour and Saipan, World War 
I would appear to have struck the islands with the impact of a zephyr”.  Much has been 
written about impact of the five traumatic years of World War II had on Papua New 
Guineans (see for example Robinson, 1979; White, 1991; White & Lindstrom, 1989).  
Hawaiian involvement in World War I is also overshadowed by the Second World War 
which had a much closer, immediate and dramatic effect.  Historians have also 
displayed a preference to write extensively about the service of African Americans in 
the war, at the expense of the First Peoples of the U.S (see for example Cashman, 
1988; Schaffer, 1991; Wynn, 1986).5  However the names of indigenous Hawaiians are 
recognised on the Waikiki War Memorial.  In Niue, the distant First World War had a 
direct impact on villages, families and memory and consequently spawned both 
memorials and literature.6  Yet on New Britain, where a battle actually took place, there 
appears to have been no indigenous response, nor any acknowledgment by colonial 
powers of the indigenous contribution.7 
 
Being on the ‘wrong’ side of the war had another disadvantage for the re-telling of New 
Guinean stories.  The Australian Expeditionary Force used in New Guinea was 
notoriously ill-disciplined (see Jinks, Biskup, & Nelson, 1973, 206-207; Mackenzie, 
1987, 193-196; Meade, 2005, 93-106).   After Bitapaka, Colonel Holmes lamented, 
“Unfortunately it is now only too apparent that some of the men who were enlisted for 
the Expedition had unenviable records in Australia, and, owing to the fact that the force 
had to be despatched within a week of the first man being enrolled, there was no 
opportunity of making enquiry into previous character” (Meade, 2005, 95).  These 
‘unenviable’ records combined with the boredom suffered by troops keen for a fight 
when no more fighting was to be had, led to widespread crime and looting.  German 
documents would have been destroyed in this looting, possibly even documents 
pertaining to New Guinean servicemen.  Recording the fate of the ‘natives’ – wounded, 
captured, buried or dispersed – was not a priority.  
 
As the First World War was briefly fought on it soil, New Guinea was a unique case in 
the Pacific.  Servicemen from Hawaii and Niue both left their native soil as part of 
forces specifically formed to contribute to the British cause in the foreign fields of 
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Europe.  In comparison, New Guinean servicemen in Rabaul served in their homeland 
as members of the Native Police – hastily recruited to the German expeditionary forces 
at the outbreak of war from all over German New Guinea (von Klewitz, 1914, 2).  In 
The Australians in German New Guinea 1914-1921, C.D Rowley (1958, 207) devoted 
only two paragraphs to the Native Police, pre-Australian occupation.  Rowley (1958, 2) 
avoided the details of the battle, as he claimed “… story has been well told in the 
official (Mackenzie’s) history”.  Dr Johann Haber (1914, 9), acting governor of German 
New Guinea described the Native Police thus, 
 
The number of police soldiers of the expeditionary forces fit for active service was 
about 240-250…  The majority of (them)… were not always physically up to 
standard, while some were weakly natives.  Firstly they had only served for a short 
period.  Some of them were newly appointed.  That the expedition troops had not 
command of better human material is accounted for-by the inrooted peculiarities of 
the magistrates controlling districts.  These magistrates looked well after the 
reserves for their own police sections, but sent only the refuse to the expedition 
force. 
 
In contrast to Holmes and the later opinion of Hiery, Haber (1914, 19-21) continually 
derided the performance of the Native Police during the battle.  While Haber (1914, 15) 
may have been looking for a scapegoat for the German loss; he does provide more 
evidence on why some of the New Guinean servicemen may not have been up to the 
task: “The food supplies for Europeans were ample in all parts of the old protectorate… 
(h)owever, on all sides there were only small quantities of rice on hand for the natives”.  
Nutritional deficiencies coalesced with the lack of motivation to fight for a colonial ruler, 
provides a reasonable and probable cause for the alleged incompetence of some of the 
New Guinean servicemen.  The names of indigenous servicemen are not mentioned 
anywhere in Haber’s or von Klewitz’s letters.  They are generally referred to as a 
collective of ‘natives’ or ‘coloured troops’.  For Haber and von Klewitz, as they were in 
the histories recorded by Mackenzie and Meade, New Guineans were incidental. 
 
Other historiographical considerations contribute to the inconsistency in the recording 
of the wartime contributions of New Guineans, Niueans and Hawaiians.  All three 
served; surely all they require now is for a historian to uncover ‘the truth’ about what 
occurred.  Keith Jenkins (1991, 8)  made the obvious, but nevertheless necessary 
distinction between ‘the past’ and ‘history’: 
 
The past has occurred.  It has gone and can only be brought back by historians in 
very different media, for example in books, articles, documentaries, etc., not as 
actual events.  The past has gone and history is what historians make of it when 
they go to work…  Thus if you start a course on seventeenth-century Spain, you do 
not actually go to seventeenth century or to Spain; you go… to the library.  This is 
where seventeenth century Spain is – between Dewey numbers – for where else 
do teachers send you in order to ‘read it up’? 
 
Or as Simon Schama (1991, 320) eloquently stated, historians “… are left forever 
chasing shadows, painfully aware of their inability ever to reconstruct a dead world in 
its completeness… we are doomed to be forever hailing someone who has gone 
around the corner and out of earshot”.  Written ‘history’ can never fully reconstruct the 
past; they are two completely different vehicles – written history being literature (a text) 
and the past being a lived event or experience.  Historians are limited by the use of 
conventional ‘historical methodology’ to try and reconstruct this lived past and express 
it through the entirely different medium of language (more specifically the written-word).  
These are problems that all historians face, no matter what their subject matter.  
 
Is it possible then, to write New Guinean servicemen into the histories of the battle of 
Bitapaka?  Is it possible to move New Guinean servicemen from the periphery to the 
centre of historical accounts if the primary sources have them firmly entrenched at the 
periphery?  Despite the influence of postmodern and postcolonial historical theory, the 
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primary source is still sacred to most historians and the bastion of contemporary 
historical methodology.  Some of the more facetiously-minded postmodern 
philosophers of history have coined this ‘documentary-fetishism’ (see Evans, 1999, 74; 
Jenkins, 1991, 3, 58).8  A good history thesis should establish a ‘gap’ in the literature 
and contribute something new through the discovery of previously undiscovered 
documents or through the reinterpretation of old ones.  Writing good history it has been 
said, “… is like drinking an ocean and pissing a cupful” (Evans, 1999, 19).  In other 
words, historians search through pile after pile of documents, filter and interpret them, 
and then produce 100,000 words of ‘history’.  But what if the primary sources do not 
exist?  Evans (1999, 75-77) notes  
 
Archives are the product of the chance survival of some documents and the 
corresponding chance loss or deliberate destruction of others…  Archivists have 
often weeded out records they consider unimportant, while retaining those they 
consider of lasting value.  This might mean, for example, destroying vast and 
therefore bulky personnel files on low-ranking state employees, such as ordinary 
soldiers and seamen, manual workers, and so on, while keeping room on the 
crowed shelves for personal files on high state officials… The survival or otherwise 
of historical source material is undeniably a matter of history itself.     
 
As shown above, the loss of source material relating to the New Guinean servicemen 
has been ‘a matter of history itself’.   
 
The few documents that note the New Guinean involvement at Bitapaka are imbedded 
with the racist and imperialist discourses of the day.  They carry the stigma of both 
colonialism and Orientalism (see Said, 2003).  In other instances, the careful 
reinterpretation of similar sources may be of great use to a skilled historian.  Some 
historians have woven oral histories with archival fragments to create convincing 
narrative accounts (see in particular Douglas, 1998; Kituai, 1988; Schieffelin & 
Crittenden, 1991).  Kituai focussed his study on the Papua New Guinea colonial police 
post-1920, and had access to writings of kiaps and other colonial officials as well as 
oral histories.  While these written sources would also be unavoidably embedded with 
imperialistic and racist discourse, they at least humanized the indigenous policemen to 
some extent: “(m)ore often than not, the police are portrayed in praiseworthy terms, 
and in many instances, bonds of genuine affection and respect linked the two sets of 
men” (Kituai, 1988, viii).  This is in stark comparison to the “… if black, shoot first and 
ask questions later” attitude of the Australian servicemen at Bitapaka.  The scarcity of 
similar primary sources coalesced with their imperialist and Orientalist nature makes it 
extremely difficult to provide a New Guinean ‘voice’ of Bitapaka.  Moreover as it was 
simply but brilliantly put to me by Brij Lal, when discussing indigenous Pacific Islander 
servicemen, “those fellows didn’t write memoirs”.  Historical fiction, theatre, mock-
documentary or documentary film may eventually tell the story of the Bitapaka 
servicemen, by combining chronology, ‘facts’, imagination and invented plot devices.  
However the shortage of ‘facts’, may hamper even these forms of history.  Oral 
histories (if they exist) seem the most likely source of information on these men.  This 
too would be difficult, as the reality of Papua New Guinea’s vast and rugged landscape 
and the lack of lists, place names or place of recruitment, and the scattered nature of 
their recruitment would make it extremely difficult to locate each serviceman’s 
descendants.  It is also likely that the ex-servicemen dispersed back to their homes 
throughout New Guinea may not have wanted to preserve the harsh memories of their 
service.  
 
In Australia, several excellent papers and books have been written documenting the 
contribution of indigenous Australians in all the major wars (see for example Hall, 1997; 
Huggonson, 1993; Kartinyeri, 1996).  Yet as Robert Hall (1992, 58) observed “… 
visitors to the Australian War Memorial are unlikely to come away with the belief that 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders… have a legitimate part in the digger legend”.  A 
memorial commemorating indigenous service exists in Canberra – it can be found after 
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a small walk up the hill behind the War Memorial.  Until indigenous Australian 
servicemen are included within the War Memorial, their contribution is doomed to be at 
best ambivalent and certainly peripheral, despite the efforts of historians.  Likewise, 
perhaps the simplest and easiest way to give New Guinean servicemen the recognition 
they deserve, is through a commemorative event and/or the erection of a mural, 
monument or memorial, dedicated to their service, alongside those that commemorate 
the Australian dead at Bitapaka. 
 
Traditional western empirical historical methodology and the reliance on primary 
sources that are scarce at best and imbedded with racist and imperialist discourse at 
worst, make it virtually impossible to recover the histories of the Bitapaka servicemen.  
Oral histories, art, music or dance (if they exist) or the creation documentaries, theatre 
or fiction, may help these men gain more recognition.  If these forms of mnemonic 
devices do exist in the villages scattered throughout Papua New Guinea, then these 
men have voice indeed and are not anonymous, at least to those who matter most.  
While further ethnographic field research may reveal the existence of these forms of 
history, it is likely that they may not exist.  Some have argued that  non-indigenous 
historians attempting to write indigenous men into the histories of Bitapaka perpetuate 
western hegemonic discourse (see Tuhiwai Smith, 1999)9.  It is my inclination that in 
this case at least, the race of the author is irrelevant.   Others may question the need to 
give people a ‘voice’ in an event which may mean very little to them.  The extensive 
documentation of other experiences of such conflicts (World War Two for example) has 
resulted in little actual consequence for Papua New Guineans.  The continued lack of 
recognition within the Australian War Memorial of indigenous Australian participation in 
war is a good example of the practical impotence of academic historical writing.  
However, has fulfilling a social responsibility ever been the right motivation for writing 
history?  A.J.P Taylor (cited in Burk, 2000, 103) succinctly stated,   
 
Men (and women) write history for the same reason that they write poetry, study 
the properties of numbers, or play football – the joy of creation; men (and women) 
read history for the same reason that they listen to music or watch cricket – for the 
joy of appreciation.  Once abandon that firm ground, once plead that history has a 
‘social responsibility’ (to produce good Marxists or good Imperialists or good 
citizens) and there is no logical escape from the censor and the Index, the 
O.G.P.U. and the Gestapo.  
 
It is extremely unlikely that the historical recognition of the New Guinean involvement in 
Bitapaka will improve the lives of their descendants on a practical level.  As Richard 
Evans notes “If your main aim is to shape the future, then it is not a good idea… to 
(study) history; it would be far better to avoid… intellectual life altogether and go into 
politics or business or the civil service or some other kind of practical career” (Evans, 
1999, 115). 
This also, is a historian’s lot.  A more effective historical approach that might include 
indigenous New Guinean servicemen into the history of Bitapaka should commemorate 
not only their active military involvement – but also the general poor treatment and 
discrimination these men suffered.  Their critical memorialisation would hopefully 
achieve what history has so far failed to do – to spark an interest that could push New 
Guineans from the periphery towards the centre of the histories of the battle for 
Bitapaka, and include them in both Papua New Guinean and Australian memories of 
the event. 
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Hank Nelson and two anonymous reviewers for their suggestions and criticisms of earlier drafts 
of this paper. 
2 Mackenzie (1987, 74) described how “… Native losses could not be ascertained accurately”.  
The disproportionate and unrealistic ratio of wounded to dead (10:30) needs highlighting.  
Usually the wounded far outnumber the dead, but at Bitapaka, the official record shows the 
opposite.  What happened to the seriously wounded?  Where they shot?  Why the 
disproportion?  August Kituai (1988, 167) perhaps provides an answer: “On the whole… (the 
Australians) regarded the local population with disdain, and any opposition was met with: ‘The 
procedure was obvious: if black, shoot first and ask questions later’” (see also Piggott, 1984, 52-
53).     
3 Bitapaka is where the German wireless station was located. 
4 See also Burdick (1979) and Ward (1970). 
5 For a notable exception in regard to Native Americans in the war, see Britten (1997). 
6 No contingent was sent from Niue in the Second World War, although some Niueans did serve 
by enlisting in New Zealand (see Rex & Vivian, 1982, 130).   
7 In comparison, Robert Aldrich (2004, 1-20, 105-156) notes the plethora of commemorative 
plaques and Memorials in France and in the former and current colonies, dedicated to the men 
who died for France in World War I.  
8 Evans is in no way a ‘postmodern philosopher’, however, he describes the issue quite 
succinctly in chapter 3, titled ‘Historians and their facts’. 
9 Smith argued that western methodology and research can be ineffective in giving indigenous 
peoples a voice.   
